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Next day a furious snowstorm, with a fierce wind, made the passage of the mountains almost impracticable. Men and horses were hurled over precipices. The leading battalions had actually begun to retreat; but Napoleon was resolved to overtake the English at all costs. He spoke to the men, and ordered that the members of each section should hold one another by the arm. The cavalry, dismounting, did the same. The staff was formed in similar fashion, the Emperor between Lannes and Duroc, we following with locked arms; and so, in spite of wind, snow, and ice, we proceeded, though it took us four hours to reach the top. Half-way up, the marshals and generals, who wore jackboots, could go no farther. Napoleon, therefore, got hoisted on to a gun, and bestrode it; the marshals and generals did the same; and in this grotesque order they reached the convent at the summit. There the troops were rested and wine served out. The descent, though awkward, was better. At nightfall we reached the market town of San Rafael, and obtained food and quarters there and in the villages round. My wound had re-opened, the snow had got down my neck, and I was wet through; so I passed a, wretched night enough.
As we continued our march on the following days we came into milder weather. Eain took the place of frost, and the roads became quagmires. At Tordetsillas we came up with some stragglers of the English army, which at our approach was retreating towards the port of Corunna. Anxious to catch it before it could embark, the Emperor forced on the troops, making them do ten or twelve leagues a day. This haste was the cause of a check which Napoleon felt all the more from the fact that it was inflicted on a division of his guard.
When the army was at Villapanda, where it passed the night, the Emperor—who by this time was furious at the protracted pursuit of the English—heard that their rearguard was only a few leagues from us, at the town of Bena^-vente, beyond the little stream of the Esla. At daybreak he sent forward a column of infantry with cavalry of the guard, under the command of General Lefebvre-Desnouettes; a brave